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This project will be a 
transformational one 
for Downtown Sault Ste. 
Marie. A plaza that will be 
a four-season destination 
full of exciting activities. 
Brook McIlroy’s task as the 
designers for this new plaza 
is to work closely with the 
community, Council and City 
staff to advance concepts 
that reflect the fresh and 
exciting energy building in 
Downtown.
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The Plaza design process 
will build on the growing 
awareness in the community 
of the importance of activity-
based destinations in the 
downtown, which began with 
the City of Sault Ste. Marie’s 
2016 Downtown Strategy.
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Let’s begin by looking at 
the site and its context in 
Downtown.
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The site is bounded by Queen 
Street, Bay Street, Brock 
Street and Spring Street. The 
site is approximately 0.77 
hectares or 1.9 acres in size.
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The site sits in the heart of 
downtown, due-north of City 
Hall and close to waterfront 
amenities.
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It is within easy walking 
distance to many arts, culture 
and recreation destinations in 
downtown.
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The site is well served by 
active transportation routes 
with the new Bay Street bike 
lane linking directly to the 
block and the waterfront hub 
trail close by.

Sault Ste. Marie
Downtown Civic Plaza - Concept Design Presentation
September 29, 2020



9

Notably the site is in a block 
with little green space in the 
immediate area. This tells us 
that any new soft landscape 
areas will be well received 
here.
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There is abundant parking 
close by to the site, with large 
municipal lots immediately 
south and north of the 
plaza. There are hundreds of 
available public spots within 
a 5-minute walking radius of 
the site, indicated by the red 
circle on this plan.
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Zooming in to the block, we 
can see that the site is ringed 
by a variety of businesses.
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The City has recently 
purchased additional 
properties to provide better 
access to Bay Street and 
to house the relocated 
indoor market. The co-
location of the plaza and the 
indoor market is an exciting 
development as they will 
support each other.
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Finally, it is important to note 
that this site is not flat. There 
is a 2m elevation difference 
between Queen Street and 
Bay Street, which presents 
a challenge as the major 
elements in the square need 
to be flat or level. You will see 
during the concept design 
portion of this presentation 
how we have addressed the 
grade change in a creative 
and constructive way.
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The following Case 
Studies have been used 
as benchmarks for sizing 
elements and placement 
within the site.
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The first case study is Prince 
Arthur’s Landing in Thunder 
Bay, a project that Brook 
McIlroy acted as the lead 
designer for.
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It includes a skating rink and 
splash pad with a thin layer – 
or scrim – of water.
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And a lots of seating around 
the area because this area 
has been very popular.
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The second case study is 
Market Square in Guelph, 
located outside the new City 
Hall.
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It also includes a splashpad 
with a scrim of water.
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That transforms into a skating 
rink with coloured lighting 
displays.
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The plaza now hosts 
community theater events in 
the splashpad!
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The next case study is 
Riverwalk Commons in 
Newmarket.
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Which again includes a 
skating rink and splashpad 
with a scrim of water.
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And a community stage and 
flexible gathering area.
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Finally we’ll look at Pat Bayly 
Square in Ajax.
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Which has a skating rink and 
waterfeature along with a 
flexible gathering area.

Sault Ste. Marie
Downtown Civic Plaza - Concept Design Presentation
September 29, 2020



30 Sault Ste. Marie
Downtown Civic Plaza - Concept Design Presentation
September 29, 2020



31

A size comparison with 
each of these case studies 
confirms that this site is 
about the right size.
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Looking specifically at the 
skating rink / splashpad,
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We can see that all of 
our case study rinks fit 
comfortably on our site.
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Before our firm was involved, 
City Staff conducted 
community engagement 
to develop ideas for what 
people wanted for the site. 

From this list, the skating 
rink/splashpad and flexible 
event space emerged as the 
key elements for the square.

This data also gave us a good 
idea of what events might 
occur in the plaza.
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Early work on the conceptual 
design included a staff 
workshop to refine the 
program and figure out 
where each element should 
be located on the site.

It became clear during the 
workshop that there was 
an ideal arrangement for 
the plaza - the skating rink 
/ splashpad should be next 
to Queen Street and the 
gathering area should be next 
to the future market building.

The result – after many 
months of design and 
revision – is the plan you see 
here tonight.
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Let’s now look at the design 
ideas for the plaza.
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Our concept draws 
inspiration from the St. 
Mary’s River Rapids, a 
significant geological feature 
that is intertwined with this 
City’s history.

Formed during the last ice 
age as melting ice-waters 
breached a land dam near 
Gros Cap, the rapids became 
a focal point for the region’s 
first inhabitants who called 
it Baa-wit-i-gong, or “place 
of the rapids”. The area 
has been a gathering and 
harvesting place for people 
for centuries.
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Post-colonization, Sault Ste. 
Marie became an industrial 
centre, owing to the St. 
Mary’s River, hydro power 
and regional resources.

Today, the rapids remain an 
important experience in the 
City - with ships passing, fish 
and water-levels ebbing and 
flowing.

Our concept celebrates the 
dynamic St. Mary’s River 
Rapids, using their form 
as inspiration for the plaza 
design, with shapes, patterns 
and storytelling within the 
space.
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The plaza concept can be 
divided into two main rooms. 
The upper room, fronting 
Queen Street, hosts the 
main activity generator – 
the skating rink / splashpad. 
The rink is set back from 
Queen Street and ringed 
with seating because this will 
become a very popular place.

The associated support 
building will house public 
washrooms, a skate change 
room, mechanical equipment 
and a Zamboni garage.

To the west of the rink is the 
main north-south walkway, 
which links Queen Street to 
Bay Street through the site.
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The lower room is the flexible 
outdoor gathering place, 
anchored by a stage and LED 
screen, which will act as a 
beacon drawing people down 
into the site from Queen 
Street. The gathering place 
is next to the future indoor 
market building to the east, 
allowing events spill out into 
the square.

Between the upper and 
lower rooms are a series 
of elements that allow for 
elevation change but also 
support the key functions of 
the space. Accessible ramps 
bookend a cluster of stepped 
seats that look onto the stage 
and provide lots of seating on 
market days.
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Stitching the site together are 
a series of layers.

The soft landscape layer will 
green the site, helping to 
soften large areas of hard 
surface paving.

The hard landscape layer 
includes a signature paving 
pattern that will express 
the St. Mary’s River Rapids 
theme.

Activation elements will 
enliven the plaza throughout 
the year.

Let’s now take a closer look 
at each major element within 
the plaza.
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The splash pad will, like the 
examples shown here, have 
a scrim of water that kids 
really, really enjoy playing in. 
There will be two water jet 
zones – one quiet area off to 
the side for toddlers and one 
larger series of jets for older 
children.
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Anchoring the splashpad and 
rink is a signature mound 
feature, constructed from 
the local red and cream 
coloured sandstone that is 
so characteristic of many 
buildings in the city.

The mound will be a water-jet 
feature during the summer 
and will be an island to skate 
around in the winter.
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During winter months, the 
splashpad transforms into a 
skating rink. 
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At 750 square meters, it will 
be large enough to host a 
big crowd of skaters. The 
experience will be enriched 
by a dynamic lighting strategy 
that I will explain later in the 
presentation.

Here we can see a winter 
evening of skating in the 
plaza, looking south from 
Queen Street.
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A signature paving pattern 
will help to unite the plaza’s 
rooms. The pattern will be 
inspired by the St. Mary’s 
River Rapids.

We will be developing this 
pattern during the next phase 
of design.
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Large steps between the 
upper and lower rooms 
are retaining walls but also 
functional seating.
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Above those steps, are a 
series of shade structures 
that will also reflect the 
Rapids theme through 
patterning and lighting. They 
will provide a nice cool spot 
for parents to sit while their 
children splash in the water.
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A firepit at the top of the 
amphitheater steps, and 
next to the skating rink 
will become an important 
gathering area in the plaza. 
People love a hot fire on a 
cold day!
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Anchoring the lower room 
of the plaza, is a stage with 
integrated LED screen. This 
is where folks will gather 
to watch the next Raptors 
playoffs run. Or maybe even 
the Leafs – we can dream!

The stage will host 
community events and 
be a shade structure and 
seating area when not in use 
otherwise.
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Here we can see two event 
scenarios – a concert for 
2,500 people and an outdoor 
market.
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There will be a variety of 
seating around the plaza, 
supporting all the major 
elements and events.
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In the lower room, a play 
zone with a climbing feature 
will provide a fun diversion 
for kids while parents pause 
outside of the market 
building.
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A series of planting beds 
across the plaza will soften 
the space.

They also act as sponges, 
soaking up stormwater when 
it rains.
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The outdoor market space 
at the south end of the site 
does triple-duty. It is a safe 
pedestrian walkway into the 
site, a public parking area, 
and the potential new home 
for the outdoor Algoma 
Farmer’s Market.
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Lighting will play an a very 
important role in this project.

Our lighting designers have 
developed a layered strategy 
to light the plaza.

The first layer is General 
Illumination, which is 
provided by pole mounted 
lights and façade lighting. 
This light ensure you can see 
where you are going and feel 
safe at night.
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The second layer of lighting 
is Audience Engagement, and 
consists of two elements.

Theatrical lighting will 
illuminate the skating rink 
and stage area. Textures and 
colour will create a majestic 
setting on the ice surface on 
long winter evenings.
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An Interactive lighting layer 
on the shade structures 
and amphitheater steps will 
change based on how the 
plaza is used.

As people move close to 
the area, sensors will detect 
this proximity and alter the 
lighting effects.
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When people are far away 
from the area, a clam water 
effect will gently light the 
steps.

As people approach the 
steps, the lighting effect will 
intensify to look like the 
rushing water over the St. 
Mary’s River rapids.
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There are many variations of 
how this interactive lighting 
can work.
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We will design the exact 
triggers and effects as the 
project progresses.
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The skate change and 
mechanical building, 
located on Queen Street, 
is a functional but 
beautiful building. The 
façade treatment – still in 
development - will take its 
inspiration from the rapids 
theme.

Clear glazing on the Queen 
Street façade allows the 
passersby to see into the 
skate change area, drawing 
attention from the street.

Sault Ste. Marie
Downtown Civic Plaza - Concept Design Presentation
September 29, 2020



63

The building has 5 public 
washrooms; a skate 
change area; a staff office; 
mechanical equipment and a 
zamboni garage.
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This downtown plaza will be 
transformational for the City.

It will be a place for activity 
and celebration and will 
become the go-to outdoor 
destination once complete.

Thank you.
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